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Allure of the Incomplete, Imperfect, and
Impermanent: Designing and appreciating
architecture as nature
——————————
Introduction
Rumiko Handa
On the day that I began my architectural education in the late 1970s,
the school of architecture held a formal welcoming ceremony. The
dean spoke before the fifty-five incoming students and pronounced
the end of the long, glorious history of architectural education at the
University of Tokyo. “This year, we had to admit five female students
into our program,” he declared. “For over a hundred years zero was
the norm. One was bearable, occasionally. But five? Outrageous!”
While this quip received a few laughs from the audience, I knew
he was being honest about how he felt. It was at this institution that
Japan’s modern history of architecture was born and many of Japan’s
influential architects were educated. There were, of course, talented
female architects practicing in the country. But many specialized in
residential design, having graduated from a women’s university.
Ironically, it was thanks in part to this way of segregating domesticity from what was thought to be a masculine profession that the
students received a rare opportunity that year. We were presented
with a studio option of house design taught by the architect Kazuo
Shinohara (1925-2006). It was quite rare then for that proud institution to invite an outsider as a visiting lecturer or studio critic, unless
they happened to be a product of the university.1
1 It caused a stir when in 1997 Tadao Ando was appointed Professor of Architecture
at the University of Tokyo. He had always been outspoken about his lack of college education, not to mention the lack of the label of this institution.
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Shinohara had graduated from the Tokyo Institute of Technology
and was teaching at his alma mater. By the late 1970s, Shinohara had
become the authority on residential design. He had had more than two
decades of experience, having produced a series of houses to critical
acclaim, as well as a number of theoretical writings on the topic (Shinohara 1970). In 1971, he received that year’s Design Award from the
Architectural Institute of Japan. In contrast, at what used to be the First
Imperial College, the closest specialization to residential design was
housing planning, which assisted the government with improving public apartments. The subject was considered so feminine that relegating
its teaching to an outsider didn’t hurt the school’s sense of pride.
Indifferent to the turf war, the students were unquestionably excited by this good fortune. While already au courant with Shinohara’s
work from books and magazines, we became even more immersed in
the drawings and photographs, trying to figure out how to make our
own designs look like those we saw on the glossy pages. There was a
black-and-white photograph in particular which drew our attention.
The building, titled the House in White, had been completed in 1966,
and was published in the July 1967 issue of the Shinkenchiku. The
photographer, Osamu Murai (born 1928) took that picture, together
with the one that made the magazine cover.2
In the studio, the answers to our quest began to be revealed.
“Houses are art,” Shinohara told us. He would begin with the tangible realities in the everyday lives of people, but then raise them
to the artistic level of abstraction. In the same way, he would study
traditional Japanese architecture to extract its syntax for his design.
As the embodiment of his artistic vision, photographs of Shinohara’s
work needed to carry the same degree of abstraction. If the house had
already been lived in, it was his responsibility to clear away any obvious trace of the everyday life and to replace it with a very few, carefully selected articles. For the House in White, we assumed, Shinohara
brought in everything except the wooden table and cabinet that had
been designed specifically for the space.3 Archetypal craft pieces on
the cabinet not only referred to tradition but also to the geometrical

2 Murai went on to become Japan’s foremost professional and the recipient of the
2010 Architectural Institute of Japan’s Culture Award.
3 The furniture was designed by Ohashi Teruaki, a student of Shinohara.
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Kazuo Shinohara, House in White, interior, 1966. Photograph by Osamu Murai (by
permission of Shinichi Okuyama; Osamu Murai)

forms relevant to the design. The sphere of the decorative balls was a
reference to the complete square of the house plan, and the cylinder
of the two wooden hawks reflected the cedar column holding the apex
of the pitched roof. Near that column, a pot stood on the floor. While
the flowers appeared to have been casually thrown in, they must have
been a part of the meticulous, Mondrianesque overall composition.
Moreover, they symbolized Japanese history; the chrysanthemums
referring to the imperial household, and the heavy pottery to the ancient civilization.
There is a postscript to this anecdote. Between 2007 and 2008,
the House in White was moved to another site (Shirosawa 2008).
The relocation was necessitated by the impending construction of a
new street through the site. The plan for the street had long existed.
In fact, the announcement came just a few days before the house was
completed, subsequently leading Shinohara to deliberate on the permanence of a house (Shinohara 1971). In the article written for the
1967 publication above, the architect stated, “we become even more
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aware of our longing for the eternity of architecture when we know
it unattainable” (Shinohara 1967). For the ensuing four decades the
street plan remained immaterial, and the clients had lived in the house
lovingly. When the new street was finally to be realized, the owners took it upon themselves to conserve the house by relocation. To
them, the cultural and architectural significance of the house was far
greater than their personal concern. Because Shinohara had died in
2006, they hired as their consultant Hironori Shirosawa (born 1943),
who had worked under Shinohara on other designs for the family. A
number of changes were necessary to make the relocation possible.
Many of the original building materials had deteriorated and showed
wear and tear. The family composition had evolved. The three children
had left the nest, and the couple was aging. The building codes had
changed, and the new site posed its own limitations. To accommodate
these changes, the house had to be redesigned. Three principles were
agreed upon by the owners, the consultant, and the architect of the
relocation project: first, to maintain the original design as much as
possible; second, to apply Shinohara’s original design ideas if anything had to be changed; and third, to find ways to allow a symbiotic
coexistence of the original and the new. In particular, the house was
rotated ninety degrees, from south-facing to east-facing, to fit to the
new site, which was narrow in north-south but wide in east-west. The
main structural elements were reused, including the central column,
the four main rafters that mark the four corners of the square plan,
and the beams and joints that transfer the load from these rafters to
the central column. The original beech floor was replaced with oak.
The gypsum boards of the original walls had been finished with oil
paint, while the replacements were painted with acrylic. The kitchen
was completely renovated. A second bedroom, no longer necessary,
was turned into a study.
I tell this story not to show contempt toward how my architectural
education began. Instead, the anecdote summarizes the fundamental
paradox of architecture that this book addresses. On the one hand,
many architects would regard their work as a form of art, and even
those who do not would consider it a product of careful deliberation.
On the other hand, a piece of architecture is a setting for people’s daily
conduct of life and, as a consequence, it never remains as the architect
has left it. Does this paradox justify the architect considering a piece
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Kazuo Shinohara, House in White, under construction at the time of relocation,
2008. Relocation design by Yoshihisa Sawada. Photograph by Shinkenchiku-sha (by
permission of Yoshihisa Sawada; Shinkenchiku-sha)
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to be in its perfect state just prior to its occupation and to regard it
to be in an inferior state any time afterwards? If man-made changes
are uncontrollable, how about natural ones? Is material deterioration
always equal to building degeneration?
For as long as we can remember, architects have operated with
the notion that a building is complete when construction is finished,
and that any subsequent alterations are degeneration. They strive to
make the building perfect and wish to keep it so permanently. The
notion that a building is complete when construction is finished is
problematic in a number of ways. First, it does not reflect reality. After
construction is finished, people move in and events take place, and
alterations inevitably are made as people’s needs change and the building becomes obsolete. In fact the “afterlife” is the very “life” of the
building. Second, this fallacy — so called because it falsely represents
reality — has allowed the architect’s intention to take priority over
the users’ reactions. In professional and educational settings, as well
as during design and in criticism, we focus on how design and execution meet the architect’s intention. As a result, the experts’ culture has
alienated the life-world of the everyday. And third, this idealism leads
us to neglect a certain architectural value, which may be characterized
as ontological significance. I am advocating that we incorporate into
the way we produce and evaluate architecture not only reality but also
the value of incomplete, imperfect, and impermanent architecture. So
doing requires a diagnosis of the prevailing ways of thinking about
architecture as well as a prescription. This book first digs deep into
the epistemological root of the notion that has led us to expect a piece
of architecture to be perfect and complete permanently. The book then
examines concrete instances of incomplete, imperfect, and impermanent architecture, drawing from three distinct classes: synecdoche,
palimpsests, and wabi, the Japanese ethics and aesthetics of tea. The
last section of the book articulates a way of thinking that finds value
in incomplete, imperfect, and impermanent architecture, using as its
guide recent developments in philosophy, in particular the aesthetics
of nature. It explores representational means of architecture in light of
the newly constructed intellectual framework, as those predominant
in professional scenes prove insufficient.
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Mutability of architecture
The expectation that architecture shall be complete and perfect permanently is problematic because, first of all, it does not reflect reality. Mutability is an inevitable factor in any building, and this applies
before as well as after the construction. Design, construction, and use
of a building are all human activities that involve the duration of time,
during which the conditions of human existence change, affecting the
building’s political, economic, or technological contexts. Buildings and
building projects need to be adjusted to avoid obsolescence. Consequently, the building is, in principle, not complete or perfect at any
point of time, and it never is permanent.
The conditions of human existence are not the only agents of
change. Buildings are physical entities and, just like any other such
objects, are under the influence of time. The chemical compositions
of building materials change either on their own or because of the
natural forces of the sun, rain, wind, or temperature (Mostafavi and
Leatherbarrow 1993). The rubbing of human hands or shoes, when
repeated, can eventually wear the materials physically. In addition
to gradual changes, instantaneous and more devastating effects can
be caused by natural or man-made forces. Hurricanes, earthquakes,
and bombings have proven time and time again the impermanence
of architecture.
Chapter 1 provides a comprehensive view of various changes that
may affect a building. Some changes take place gradually, others suddenly. Some are caused by natural forces while others are inflicted by
humans. While many changes are visible, some are hidden or do not
manifest physically, occurring instead in the way people understand
the building. Despite being less physically obvious, these shifts are
significant and cannot be overlooked. I discuss various changes in
detail, finding exemplars in the East Building of the National Gallery
of Art in Washington, DC, Sir John Soane’s Museum in London, and
the Coliseum in Rome.
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Authorial authority
If the notion of complete, perfect, and permanent architecture is a fallacy, we need to ask how we have come to regard architecture as being
complete at the time of construction and view any subsequent changes
as degeneration. Additionally, we need to examine what assumptions
we have made and what implications we have accepted along the way.
In order to examine the intellectual lineage, we go back more than five
centuries to find, in Renaissance theory, the root of the fundamental
way in which we regard architecture as being complete at the time of
construction and view any subsequent changes as degeneration. This
widely accepted notion originated in the mid-fifteenth century, specifically with Renaissance humanist polymath, Leon Battista Alberti, who
stated that “Beauty is that reasoned harmony of all the parts within
a body, so that nothing may be added, taken away, or altered, but for
the worse” (Alberti 1988, 156). Literally applied, this definition deems
any later change as a source of the building’s decline.
Chapter 2 shows how Alberti drew a parallel between architecture
and rhetoric when he defined beauty. Equating the architect to the
literary author implied the authorial authority of the architect. Furthermore, Alberti understood architecture to consist of design and
execution and considered the architect’s role accordingly. This delineation is an intellectual device that protects the architect’s authorial
authority from unavoidable changes in a building, and is still widely
accepted today. Chapter 2 also demonstrates how authorial authority
also is a predominant notion among the twentieth-century art history,
linguistics, literary criticism, and philosophy that were influential in
our field.

Alienation from the everyday
The notion of complete, perfect, and permanent architecture has another problem besides being a fallacy: Especially when compounded
with the doctrine of authorial authority and the division of design and
execution, the notion alienates the profession from its most important
raison d’être; that is, people’s everyday conduct of life in and around
the building. It allows architectural evaluation to be dominated by the
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question of what the architect intended in design and whether or how
well the building fulfilled the architect’s intention (Leatherbarrow
2009). It justifies the architect’s disinterest in the inhabitants’ and
visitors’ reactions or even resentment toward any changes to the initial design or execution. The alienation of experts from the everyday is
the twentieth-century’s general tendency, of which architecture is only
one facet. Three decades ago, Jürgen Habermas called for “reappropriation of the experts’ culture from the standpoint of the life-world”
(Habermas 1983, 12-13), having observed that with the development
of specialized fields came an unexpected and undesirable consequence:
an increasing alienation of experts from the public.
Chapter 3 demonstrates alienation of the expert’s culture from the
everyday, referring to an iconic case of Modern Architecture, in which
the architect gained the highest degree of international acclaim while
the building failed even to satisfy the inhabitants’ need for shelter.
Alienation continues to be the case both in educational and professional settings, although a number of architectural historians and architectural critics have expressed concerns.

Defense against mutability
After all, it is not so difficult to recognize the mutability of architecture. Architects are not innocent bystanders in the course that the
building goes through. Rather, they often are deeply involved, sometimes brought into projects to put a building back to its original state,
or to effect a change that the owner desires. Knowing full well the architecture’s inherent mutability, what have they done to reconcile that
knowledge with their self-imposed demand for complete, perfect, and
permanent architecture? The paths that architects can be categorized
into physical and epistemological kinds.
The first kind includes strategies that arm buildings against external forces and those that make them adaptable. Material longevity is a
selling point to the building industry, which supplies durable materials
and protective coating against scratches or ultraviolet rays. Designs
for flexibility for later, unpredictable changes in the program have had
periodic resurgences of interest in the twentieth century. Mies van der
Rohe’s Neue Gallerie in Berlin or Crown Hall at the Illinois Institute
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of Technology, Cedric Price’s Fun Palace, and Bernard Tschumi’s Fresnoy Art Center (the National Studio for Contemporary Arts, 1991-97),
designed as an event venue and a museum for crossover artists in
Tourcoing in northern France, are a few of the examples. Design for
flexibility is not limited to the twentieth century. Marvin Trachtenberg
demonstrated how those architects prior or contemporary to Alberti
have built into their designs ways for the building to accommodate
changes in human ways of life (Trachtenberg 2010). Giotto’s (1266/7–
1337) Campanile for the Florentine Duomo is an example. Appointed
the cathedral’s master of works in his sixties, Giotto did not expect to
see the completion of the building. He designed the tower as stacks,
expecting subsequent layers after his time, but not knowing exactly
how many or what kind.
The second path that architects have taken to reconcile the reality
of mutability and the expectation of permanence is epistemological
in kind. As we see in Chapter 2, the severance protects the architect’s
work from whatever happens to it in the afterlife. Not unrelated is a
particular way of recognizing timelessness, suggested by Paul Goldberger in the chapter titled “Buildings and Time” in his book, Why
Architecture Matters (2009). Stating the general observation that
“Nothing is timeless,” he quickly adds: “but that is not the same as
saying that it transcends its time” (Goldberger 2009,182). For Goldberger, a piece transcends its time by being “timely;” that is, being
an expression of the zeitgeist. A piece transcending its time by way
of representing its time well, however, I would argue, is comparable
to an object in a museum. A good specimen of its origin, an object of
exhibition exists in a vacuum, severed both from “here and now” (the
museum context) with its display case or podium being the agent of
the separation and from “then and there” (its origin), for it is physically removed from it. A display label reveals the object’s provenance,
but the genealogy only satisfies the intellect. The object no longer
wholly engages in human existence in the way it did in its original
context. Such an object is timeless only in the sense that the object has
no relevance to any time (time-less), not in the sense that the object is
perpetually relevant (timeless).
The timeliness, translated to the time-less-ness, therefore protects
the piece against its mutability, but only conceptually. It only works
as a specimen of the archaeological taxonomy. The architect’s desire
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Oxford University Museum of Natural History (photograph by the author)

and the architectural historian’s demand behind that desire for timely
architecture is explained by Peter Collins in his Changing Ideals in
Modern Architecture 1750-1950 (1998). Just as the taxonomical understanding of the world began in biology, as demonstrated in the institution of the Oxford University’s Museum of Natural History (1861),
where every biological entity, from rocks to dinosaurs, from insects to
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humans, were classified, there also was a demand from the architectural historian that every architectural design was done in such a way
that the resultant building, once it became an archeological subject,
could be classified by its geography and chronology. Accepting this
demand, the architects took it upon themselves to produce “timely”
architectural design. And of course the same demand and desire are
still with us.

Allure of the incomplete, imperfect, and impermanent
Granted, we have to have ways to make the building durable and flexible to a certain degree. However, is it not better to found our ways
of designing architecture in the acceptance that architecture is never
fully complete, perfect, or permanent? Instead of assuming that there
is one singular moment when a piece is perfect, and being frustrated
because we cannot keep architecture in that state all the time, is it
not better to find a way to appreciate a piece at its every moment? In
the second part of this book, we look at the positive values in incomplete, imperfect, and impermanent architecture. Each year, tourists
all over the world flock to ruins from the Acropolis to Jerusalem and
from Angkor Wat to Machu Picchu, fascinated by the lives of people
who were displaced for political, cultural, or prevailingly mysterious
reasons. What values do we see in these ruins, if they are showing
the incomplete, imperfect, and impermanent state? What do worldfamous ruins and a nineteenth-century, brick-and-timber warehouse
converted into an Indian restaurant have in common? And how can
we imbue the same qualities in newly constructed buildings?
Austrian art historian Alois Riegl’s (1858-1905) discussion on the
“Modern Cult of Monuments” (Riegl 1982) and in particular the “historical value” and “age value” may help differentiate the values of the
Coliseum in Rome and the Lincoln Memorial at the western end of the
Mall in Washington, DC.4 While both the Coliseum and the Lincoln

4 The article was originally published in 1928 in German. Riegl’s “age value” is based
first and foremost on the signs of age by way of natural, or intrinsic, signification, while his “historical value” relies on the significance of the monument’s
original purpose or context.
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Memorial have historical significance, the Coliseum’s features of ruins,
including missing parts of the buildings, decayed stones, and growing
vegetation, indicate the passage of time. Riegl’s classification may even
be adopted to explain the values of non-monumental adaptive reuse
projects. The historical style and materials of the pre-existing building
are in contrast to newly inserted elements, indicating the passage of
time. Riegl’s framework, however, falls short in dealing with the last
question above: Can we imbue the same qualities in newly constructed
buildings? If we follow Riegl, who sums up the ruins’ attributes as
“age value,” we may say that the qualities we find in ruins are not
transferable to new projects. Some may end up recommending the
production of fake ruins.
Instead, I argue that we should examine mechanisms by which incomplete, imperfect, or impermanent architecture attracts us, to see
a way for contemporary architecture to become significant to human
life by engaging the viewers and inhabitants. In the second part of the
book, we look at three different mechanisms, assigning a chapter each.
Chapter Four deals with the notion of synecdoche and how effective
it is in eliciting participatory engagements from the viewer. Chapter
Five examines the effects of palimpsest, or those of adaptive reuse. In
Chapter Six, we look at the Japanese notion of wabi.

The incomplete — synecdoche
Chapter 4 is a study of how architectural ruins’ remaining fragments
of decorative or structural devices work as synecdoche on the viewer,
who imagines the building in its complete and prime state. Synecdoche is a rhetorical device in which a part represents the whole or vice
versa. The “wheels” representing a “car” in the sentence, “I’ve got
a new set of wheels”, would be an example. The difference between
the car and the ruins is that, in the former the part and the whole
physically exist, if elsewhere, while in the latter the whole being represented by the parts no longer exists. As a result, if the ruins are to
function as synecdoche, much of the viewer’s imagination has to be
engaged. The complete building being imagined may or may not be
historically accurate; however the power of ruins to entice such imagination is more important than historical accuracy. Sir Walter Scott
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(1771-1832) and his literary work, Kenilworth: A Romance, have been
selected for demonstration. Kenilworth Castle in Warwickshire, England, contributed to his historical imagination. Scott has been selected
as an exemplary visitor to the site because of his acute sensitivity to
the environment and keen ability to record his reactions. He is said
to have asked searching questions and to have spent several hours in
contemplation during his second visit to Kenilworth Castle in 1815.
Oscillating between a contemporary witness to the sixteenth-century
events and the nineteenth-century antiquarian who historicized them,
Scott described the castle buildings sometimes in their prime and
other times in ruin, and told an intriguing story of ambition and love
surrounding Queen Elizabeth. The fascination with ruins that began
in the middle of the eighteenth century in England often is explained
by such notions as the picturesque, romanticism, or historical consciousness, in reference to the viewer’s taste, and has tended to exclude from discussion the physical environment. This study treats the
physical properties of the ruins as important contributors in engaging
the viewer’s imagination, to make the discussion applicable to today’s
practice.

The impermanent — palimpsests
For a second mechanism, Chapter 5 considers the palimpsest effect
of impermanent architecture. Palimpsest usually refers to a writing
surface on which the earlier, once eradicated writing has resurfaced
after a passage of time. It gives physical presence to the past, which
otherwise has been obliterated. On a wild, tempestuous, November
night, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes concedes to Dr. Watson that nothing is more exciting than deciphering the palimpsest
on an abbey’s accounts dating from the second half of the fifteenth
century. What makes an otherwise irrelevant document so absorbing
is the effect of the palimpsest. The fifth chapter identifies a number
of architectural palimpsests, considers their values, and discusses the
role of the architect in their production. The façade of Palazzo Rucellai
compares to the palimpsest on the parchment, with erosion revealing
the actual joints of stone blocks that originally were concealed. The
western wall of the Victoria and Albert Museum carries scars caused
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by a flying bomb, which help passers-by to recall or imagine the experiences of the Second World War. In the epistemology of complete,
perfect, and permanent architecture, we tend to forget the value of
the sense of connection to the past, which architecture in general and
architectural palimpsest in particular possesses beyond the aesthetic,
functional, or structural aspects. And yet, recalling one’s past through
an everyday piece of architecture can be a meaningful experience, as
we see in W G. Sebald’s novel Austerlitz.
Architectural palimpsests also provide visitors with a direct encounter with the physical aspects of architecture. The architect Adam
Caruso sees the “matter shifted” in the cliff that stands as the northern edge of the Skell valley and faces Fountains Abbey. The peculiar
vertical cuts inscribed in the cliff’s face are apparent to discerning
eyes, which detect the physical traces of past human deeds: quarrying of building materials that were used for the construction of the
abbey church.
Architects are not always passive observers but can positively bring
past deeds back to the fore through the production of palimpsest, and
Carlo Scarpa in designing Castelvecchio Museum is a good example.
Here, the architect uncovered the historical layers once hidden in the
built fabric and selectively incorporated into his own design.

The imperfect — wabi
Chapter 6 examines the third class of incomplete, imperfect, and impermanent architecture; that is, the ethics and aesthetics of wabi-tea,
exemplified by Sen no Rikyū (1522-1591), the famed tea master of
sixteenth-century Japan. The term wabi refers to the type of tea begun by Rikyū’s teacher, Takeno Joo, and may be translated into lacking something, or “impoverished,” but its meaning often is elusive,
escaping definitive interpretation and analysis. Today “wabi” is often
paired with the notion of “sabi,” roughly meaning “impermanent,” and
the term “wabi-sabi” has come to designate general aesthetic inclination that represents Japanese-ness, which favors a simple lifestyle and
authentic materials. An early twentieth-century description by the
philosopher Okakura Tenshin (Kakuzo) is more precise:
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a cult founded on the adoration of the beautiful among the
sordid facts of everyday existence .... It is essentially a worship of the imperfect, as it is a tender attempt to accomplish
something possible in this impossible thing we know as life.
(Okakura 1994, 219)
We examine physical objects designed by Rikyū: the tearoom Tai-an,
the only extant building by him, and artifacts used for making and
drinking tea, produced by himself or in collaboration. We also explore Rikyū’s philosophy of how one should make and take tea, which
comes to us through his own letters and brief manuscripts as well as
records of his teaching transmitted orally by his disciples. Applying
the strategy of the intentional imperfect to both the physical and the
ephemeral surroundings, he succeeded in enticing the participants to
aesthetic and ethical engagements. To understand the significance of
Rikyū’s way of tea, called wabi-tea, we first situate him and his ethics/aesthetics in their historical and social context before considering the implications of his theory beyond his specific historicity. In
Rikyū’s wabi-tea, we find two different strategies to draw attention to
the everyday conduct of life. The first is the rejection of the exclusivity and competition based on the materialism for expensive and rare
goods and supplies, in an effort to make the practice relevant to and
reflective of mainstream society. To prevent the approachable from
becoming mundane, Rikyū’s second strategy was to keep the practice
elevated with sophisticated ethics and aesthetics. To accomplish this,
he even added some degree of mysticism. As a result, Rikyū succeeded
in bringing the commonplace experience of hydrating the body to the
level of an ethical and aesthetic experience, which can be repeated
daily. I believe that Rikyū’s way of tea transcends its geographical
and chronological specificity and can be relevant to considering the
cultural conditions in which we live.
By the end of this part, it should become clear that mutability needs
to be incorporated into the architect’s understanding of his/her subject not only because it is an unavoidable reality, but because taking
advantage of the mutability of architecture will make architecture
more engaging. Thus, mutability is no longer something that needs
to be worked against, not simply accepted as it comes, but something
we work with.
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Appreciating architecture as nature
The third and final section of the book offers a prescription for architectural design and criticism. First, Chapter 7 articulates a way of
thinking that finds value in incomplete, imperfect, and impermanent
architecture, by considering its effect and what causes such an effect.
If we are to consider the afterlife of a building presently designed, we
need to have a way of representing it. The eighth and last chapter of
this book considers a way, as those predominant in professional scenes
prove insufficient.
Chapter 7 explores the potential and benefits of appreciating architecture as nature. The British philosopher Malcolm Budd distinguishes
the appreciation of nature as nature from that of nature as artifact,
and to do so proposes to consider nature based not on the object’s
origin nor on how it was produced but instead on its state of existence
after it is produced. While Budd’s concern is the aesthetics of nature,
this concept opens up a way to articulate the type of appreciation we
have toward incomplete, imperfect, and impermanent architecture.
Although an architectural piece is a product of human art and skill,
and for that we expect perfection, it also can be appreciated for the
state it is in.
Appreciating architecture as nature is a way to engage with a building which is distinctly different from the epistemology of the complete,
perfect, and permanent architecture. The viewers who are freed from
the usual concerns like the building’s purpose, event, or history and
are enticed to relate directly and immediately to the building’s physical
properties seem to have some additional opportunities. The viewers
seem able to engage with the building deeper than its surface, that is,
its appearance. Because of this, the viewers seem able to employ more
than their visual faculty and engage their imagination. And, because
they employ their imagination, they seem able to involve the entirety of
their existence. Consequently, the building transcends its dry, remote
existence as a physical object to become something that entices people
to contemplate the world and the self. In comparison to the changes
that have taken place in history and are anticipated in the future, people understand their infinitesimal existence in the universe and their
transient place in time’s continuum. This type of contemplation is not
at all negative, for it places their daily strife in perspective.
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When we appreciate architecture as nature, the moment of the
object’s creation loses its privileged status. The implication is that architects will be tasked not so much to make their work perfect at the
time of completion but to prepare for courses it takes as the time goes
by. Works of the artist Andy Goldsworthy give a number of relevant
hints in this regard.

Representing incomplete, imperfect, and impermanent
architecture
As we change the way in which we regard architecture and legitimize
our appreciation of incomplete, imperfect, and impermanent architecture, we need a way to record and explore its qualities and devise
architectural representation that allow similar, imaginative engagement. The type of architectural photography that has dominated architectural journalism since the last century is another indication of
how the profession alienated itself from people’s conduct of everyday
life. Photography, by definition, reduces architectural experience to
the viewing of a small, flat object, and turns a piece of architecture
into an object seen from a fixed vantage point at a certain moment
in time. It discards all other relevant factors, including the scale, the
depth, and additional perceptual properties that stimulate auditory,
olfactory, and tactile faculties. Moreover, twentieth-century professional photography often depicted the building to be timeless. It often
avoided anything that may have given away when the photograph
was taken, including vehicles or people’s fashion. It also excluded
time as an agent of change affecting the environment — both cyclical
(season, daylight, etc.) and linear (changes in use, deterioration of
materials, etc.), and ignored people moving in or out of the building.
Taken right after the construction was finished and just before the
people moved in, the photographs also kept the buildings sterile, that
is, devoid of any trace of the occupants’ mundane activities. Instead,
role-playing persons and highly selective objects carefully were positioned to achieve an illustrative effect. We praised and celebrated
this type of architectural representation for its precise presentation
of the architect’s intended use of the building. The architects allowed
themselves to turn a blind eye to the type of architectural values that
may be important in people’s conduct of everyday life.
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Chapter 8 discusses a number of successful cases. The photographer
Camilo Jose Vergara produces empathic representations of American
cities by recording the same location for decades. His works document vibrant culture in changing communities and enduring spirit
in decaying environments. Frederick Henry Evans not only captured
the physical object and its engaging power in a single photograph but
also recreated the psychological experience of the structure in the
photograph’s viewer.
There is something magical when it comes to the moving image’s
capability to represent the human engagement with a piece of architecture. But, if it has promise for the representation of the engaging
qualities of the incomplete, imperfect, and impermanent, it is not a
simple matter of its inclusion of the time factor. While Vergara’s photography has spanned the length of time, and the motion picture does
include the time factor in its very structure, the scale of the speed
is not compatible between architectural mutability and the moving
picture. This aspect of film or moving images as architectural representation still is not fully explored territory. The second half of the
eighth chapter will explore a number of characteristics inherent to
the moving image, namely: time factor; suppression of the desire for
complete composition; indefinite boundary; and the representation of
human psychology. It will draw examples from a number of popular
films including Gladiator, Elizabeth, The Last Emperor, and Rikyū,
which used world-famous buildings as background.
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